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The author explores a dialogue between Native American religion and culture, Chris-
tianity, and science, for the purpose of determining some ways in which Native American
religious tradition can offer a helpfid perspective and corrective for some of the theological
and ethical dilemmas that arisefrom historical interrelatedness ofscience and "conquering "
Christianity. A kind of secular Christianity-of-conquest has been used as a justification for
unreflected and ethically dubious choices in science. Working with Trickster stories and
concepts, is it possible to engage the teachings of Jesus in new and subtle ways to make
critical assessments ofdevelopments in biotechnology?
Whether we know it or not, we all live
under the influence of "biotech culture."
Biotech culture encloses the entire world,
mapping the planet from outer space as it
maps the genes in our bodies, attempting to
reduce all living things to the status of data
and property through global commerce, the
use of bioinformatics, patenting and interna-
tional law. It is a culture ruled by science
and technology, controlled by computers, and
defined by a belief system that has strangely
evolved from mainstream Christian doctrine
to become something totally other, totally
secular and totalitarian in its effect. It is a
culture that encourages progress at any cost,
and measures success in terms of financial
profit and technological novelty. It is a cul-
ture that resists all attempts at controls placed
upon its relentless advancement, despite the
clear need for such controls. What has this
got to do with religion, Native American or
otherwise?
Vine Deloria suggests an affinity between
Native American religion and science in
many of his writings, including God is Red:
A Native View of Religion (1972) and The
Metaphysics of Modern Existence (1979),
and more recent works such as Red Earth,
White Lies: Native Americans and the Myth
of Scientific Fact (1997). I will explore that
relationship and suggest further that Native
American religion offers a needed theologi-
cal and ethical perspective to the mainstream
scientific view of things. In particular. Trick-
ster stories offer excellent material for reflec-
tion where science is concerned, and Coyote
is my favorite Trickster.
In "Trickster: The Sacred Fool," from his
book Other Words: American Indian Litera-
ture, Law, and Culture, Jace Weaver discusses
how the many variations of Trickster repre-
sent the way things work in liminal spaces.
Trickster is a breaker of barriers and an
eraser of boundaries. He moves
between heaven and earth, between
deity and mortals, between the living
and the dead.'
Weaver goes on to explain:
[Trickster is also a] creative figure, but
he does not create the world. Rather he
is a demiurge who shapes the world and
gives it form.'
Trickster is not evil but may play tricks and
can be cruel; Trickster is usually in trouble
or causing trouble. He is a sacred clown.
He is a teacher. Trickster appears in many
forms in Native American religion, often as
an animal, usually an animal that lives "in
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close proximity to humans but liminal to their
settlement." ^ Coyote is the sort of animal
that lives in liminal spaces. In mythic or ar-
chetypal or religious tenns. Coyote travels
the liminal spaces not only of geography but
of the mind, of the heart, spaces in individu-
als and in society. These spaces include the
intellectual and spiritual place in which sci-
entific discovery and new technologies are
born, the global-commerce/techno-wired
world, and the bodies of women. All of these
places involve power relationships and are
connected to or affected by biotech culture.
In order for us to learn how to live in or near
such a culture, we need Trickster.
One of the basic principles around which
many Native American religions are organized
is the appropriate way to deal with energy or
power: the power of the elements, such as rain,
lightning, or thunder; or the energy relation-
ships between Earth creatures and these pow-
ers, or between each other. Traditional Native
American religions carefully delineate these
relationships, and culture instills these core
beliefs into ritual practice. Through proper
action, the balance of power is assured and
there is a clear and steady flow of energy be-
tween poles. When the energy gets blocked
and unbalanced, that is when trouble occurs.
At such times, it is imperative that opposite
poles be anchored and solidly grounded. With-
out grounding, the danger is very real that these
energies can collapse in on themselves or fly
out of control into a state of total chaos— all
situations illustrated by Trickster stories.'*
Consider the following Cheyenne Trick-
ster tale:
Because the Great Mystery Power
had given Coyote much of his medicine.
Coyote himself grew very powerful and
very conceited. There was nothing, he
believed, that he couldn't do. He even
thought he was more powerful than the
Great Mystery, for Coyote was
sometimes wise but also a fool. One
day long ago, it came into his mind to
dance with a star. "I really feel like
doing this," he said. He saw a bright
star coming up from behind a mountain
and called out: "Hoh, you star, wait and
come down! I want to dance with you."
The star descended until Coyote
could get a hold of him, and then soared
up into the sky, with Coyote hanging on
for dear life. Round and round the sky
went the star. Coyote became very
tired, and the arm that was holding the
star grew numb, as if it were coming
out of its socket.
"Star," he said, "I believe I've done
enough dancing for now. I'll let go and
be getting back home."
"No, wait: we're too high up," said
the star. "'Wait until I come lower over
the mountain where 1 picked you up."
Coyote looked down at the earth.
He thought it seemed quite near. "I'm
tired, star: I think I'll leave now; we're
low enough," he said, and let go.
Coyote had made a bad mistake.
He dropped down, down. down. He fell
for a full ten winters. He plopped
through the earth clouds at last, and
when he finally hit the ground, he was
flattened out like a tanned stretched
deerskin. So he died right there.^
But the story doesn't end there for Coy-
ote doesn't remain dead. In fact, when he is
back on his feet, he is especially pleased with
himself and sees his survival and recovery not
as a gift from Great Mystery, which it is, but
rather as indication of his own extraordinary
power. His arrogance knows no bounds and,
not having learned his lesson. Coyote next
takes a ride on a comet, which turns out to be
the fastest thing in the universe. Coyote has
made another bad mistake and, indeed, even-
tually he is actually blown to bits by the sheer
force of the ride.
This story is an excellent reality-check
when seen as a parable or cautionary tale for
the process of scientific discovery. Consider
the dance of Coyote with the star as the rela-
tionship between scientists and research into
the atom, the development of nuclear tech-
nologies, the dangers and failures that are now
known to have resulted from the arrogance
and carelessness of scientists who did not re-
ally understand the existential reality of the
power they were dealing with and saw their
own power as more than adequate to handle
any situation. Have the lessons of those sci-
entific failures been learned? Are the scien-
tists engaged in cutting-edge research into the
human genome or the genetic manipulation
of seed crops likely to be more cautious, more
humble, perhaps? Considering the track
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record of the biotechnology industry so far.
the answer would have to be a resounding
"No. they have not!" In fact, like Coyote, they
appear to have missed the point completely.
Feeling more powerful than ever, they delve
into the very structure of living things, un-
raveling genes, splicing together the living
material of animals and plants, and so on.
They too may be on a wild ride through the
sky on the fastest thing in the universe, des-
tined to end in a disaster. On the other hand,
these scientific endeavors may possibly lead
to powerful and important new healing tech-
niques and real advancements in agriculture;
they may also lead to greater understanding
of the nature of living things and the interre-
latedness of all life. The beauty of Trickster
stories is that they allow for both possibilities
because of the essentially amoral nature of
Trickster energy; it does not belong at either
pole of a system of good and evil, but dances
madly back and forth and all around.
Some Native American communities are
particularly attractive to biotech enterprises
involved in gathering genetic material from
"controlled" populations with relatively ho-
One ofthe basic principles around which
many Native American religions are orga-
nized is the appropriate way to deal with
energy or power: the power ofthe ele-
ments, such as rain, lightning, or thunder;
or the energy relationships between Earth
creatures and these powers, or between
each other.
mogenous genetic patterns. The fact that data
on many Native American populations has
been carefully collected for over a century is
another reason these communities are attrac-
tive to researchers. And finally, more cyni-
cally, there are many Native American com-
munities that are highly vulnerable to outsid-
ers who can make big promises, though offer-
ing little of real value, in exchange for the last
thing many Native Americans have left to be
relieved of— the blood running through their
veins, the physical manifestation of their in-
digenous existence and attachment to the land.^
Fortunately, many such communities and tribal
governments have been or are in the process
of developing ways to protect themselves, le-
gally and culturally, when outside researchers
come calling. Some communities are even
finding ways to collaborate with researchers
in ways that benefit individual study partici-
pants, the whole community, and society at
large.
So, how does Jesus fit into the picture?
And evil aliens? Evil aliens? Consider Jesus
first. On the one hand, if those involved in
the various enterprises associated with bio-
technology chose to look to the life and works
of Jesus Christ in order to find the best path
through the complex choices and endless
ambiguities they face, it would be a great
comfort. That Jesus is a Trickster— breaker
of barriers, opener of doors, crosser of all
kinds of boundaries— seems to be an unar-
guable point if one bases one's opinion on
Gospel. However, in "Trickster: The Sa-
cred Fool," as Weaver
discusses the Chris-
tian/Native encounter
and Jesus as Trickster,
he makes the salient
point that the ambigu-
ity inherent in such a
figure does not sit well
with "modem society/
the church/those in
power/the West." ^
Unfortunately, it is
precisely that ambigu-
ity that is required if
one is to think with any clarity about bio-
technology. The differences between Native
American religions and Christianity that
Deloria lays out, particularly differences re-
lating to space/time and history/geography,
suggest a necessary counterpoint to the of-
ten short-sighted view preeminent among
many of those advancing biotech culture.^
So, though Jesus ought to be and can be a
The Boston Theological Institute 35
teacher and a guide for Christians pondering
weighty biotech issues, he is not necessarily
going to be regarded as such.
Then again, the secularization of Chris-
tianity in the U.S. and its political and eco-
nomic ties to big business suggests a prob-
lematic and chilling theological and ethical
situation where conflicts of interest, a strong
culture of denial, and an inability to deal with
ambiguity in public debate does not bode
well for meaningful Christian participation
in dialogue about biotech culture. Yes, Jesus
is clearly a Trickster, but Christianity has be-
come so closely tied to scientific progress
that it has little credibility as an honestly criti-
cal institution at this point. This doesn't
mean Christian theologians and Christian
ethicists shouldn't be addressing biotech is-
sues - they should - but it is vitally impor-
tant to admit that real conflicts are inherent
in the complicated relationships between
Christianity and biotech culture; it is vitally
important to acknowledge the need for es-
pecial rigor in looking at these relationships
in the context of making judgments and de-
cisions that affect whole cotimiunities of hu-
man and nonhuman experience and exist-
ence in vast and often permanent ways. It is
This story is an excellent reality-check
when seen as a parable or cautionary tale
for the process ofscientific discovery.
Consider the dance ofCoyote with the star
as the relationship between scientists and
research into the atom.
vitally important for Christians to reclaim the
Trickster in Jesus.
\a contrast to the Christian situation regard-
ing biotech culmre, the way in which Native
American religions have survived hundreds of
years of colonization, and the way in which
they has been revived in the past twenty years
are both points in favor of Native religions'
being separate enough from mainstream power
structures that they can offer some clear vision
about what is going on and what ought to be
done about it. In God is Red, Deloria wrote:
[T]hrough nearly two decades while
American Indians were rediscovering
the integrity of their traditional
religions, the rest of American society
has torn itself and its religious traditions
apart, substituting patriotism and
hedonism for old values and behaviors.'
Deloria goes on to a discussion of the so-
cial gospel and the Church's involvement in
the Civil Rights movement, and he shows an
interesting view of how mainline Christian
churches have become enmeshed in strange
relationships with government and big busi-
ness, acting as a critical check at times, but
restricted in very particular ways—fenced into
realms of acceptable critique, and fenced out
of the most important areas where the biotech
industry is concerned.
When the social gospel was brought
into full confrontation with the
American political system in the Civil
Rights movement (and there was plenty
of social gospel ideology in the War on
Poverty), traditional Protestant theology
thwarted its realization.'"
Deloria's critique of scientific dogma is
no less compelling than his critique of Chris-
»; tianity and the churches.
He challenges scientific
sacred cows such as evo-
lution," and embraces
the work of controversial
figures. I think his long
digression into the work
of Velikovsky, for ex-
ample, is not simply a
statement of his personal
^ views on this alternative
take on the history of the world and every-
thing in it. As he admits, Deloria's agenda is
to "create a new understanding of planetary
history." '- I think Deloria is pushing the
Trickster motif really hard here, telUng pro-
vocative scientific stories, thereby demon-
strating that anybody can find a theory and
data to prove a point. Like biblical proof-
texting, this kind of scientific proof-texting
may lead to a tightly knit argmnent that ap-
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pears to make sense, though it may have noth-
ing to do with the reality of collective experi-
ence. By deliberately choosing a controver-
sial view, a view which many consider ridicu-
lous, Deloria is playing the Trickster himself.
We will probably never know if the world
was originally populated by evil aliens (or
even benign ones), though perhaps Deloria
would suggest that as a focus of human ge-
netic studies. Rather than take blood samples
of Native peoples in order to search for lucra-
tive new genetic treatments or to segregate
the human race better, why not search the ge-
netic material of the European conquerors?
Why not look for "tracks" of evil aliens within
the DNA of the conquerors? Is it possible
that Deloria has seen too many episodes of
"The X-Files"? Or is this another way in
which the need for questions and checks on
the unregulated researchers can be tackled?
So, then, what about Trickster and
womenl Some of the most worrisome devel-
opments in biotechnology are closely or di-
rectly related to issues around women's
power, the power of bringing life into the
world. Some might argue that the most praise-
worthy aspects of biotechnology are its of-
ferings of fertility to the infertile. What could
be more sanctified, more biblically correct?
Abraham and Sarah would have been thrilled
had they been given the option of an in-vitro
fertilization, would they not? The other tra-
ditional realm of women's power, agriculture
and the care of seeds, is another place where
biotech offers brilliant solutions to age-old
problems. Such offers should be examined
closely.
In most pre-contact Native American cul-
tures, women's power was highly regarded.
It was understood that women, like Mother
Earth herself, were a source of life: women's
place in the community was to give it life
through the birthing of new members, as well
as through the process of feeding power into
the people. It is a mistake to discount the care-
ful way in which Native American women
approached (as many still do) their work of
growing, gathering, and preparing food. All
of these activities were (and are) rituals in and
of themselves. In a sense, women function
as medicine people from puberty on: they are
always working with power.
At least until recently, most scholars and
researchers have been dismissive of the roles
of Native American women. '^ For the most
part, women have been relegated, by anthro-
pologists, ethnographers, and other social sci-
entists, to the margins. Many descriptions of
women in Native American cultures lead one
to believe that menstruation is a particular
problem, that for its duration women are con-
sidered "polluted" and dangerous, and that
they are constrained from interaction with the
rest of the community and treated as pariahs.
It seems likely that this is an ethnocentric pro-
jection of the Judeo-Christian purity codes
onto Native American cultures. The impres-
sion is given that menstruation itself is some-
how the defining characteristic of a woman's
place in her community. This interpretation
misses the point in serious way. Menstrua-
tion is no more the defining characteristic of
women's place or women's power than the
disappearance of the moon is definitive of its
course through the sky or its profound and
powerful effect on the earth and its inhabit-
ants.
Women's power resides in women's na-
ture, in the ability to connect directly with life
force. This power waxes and wanes (like the
moon) and appears to various effects at dif-
ferent stages of a woman's life, a fact evi-
denced throughout Native American ritual and
alluded to in many Trickster tales. Coyote is
often getting into trouble because of his at-
tempts to steal power from women or by trans-
gressing the rules about how women's power
is to be kept in balance. Women's power
shows itself in all phases and experiences of
women's lives: childhood, puberty, virginity,
fertility, heterosexual activity, homosexual
activity, pregnancy, childbirth, postpartum,
menstruation, menopause. The multivariate
nature of women's power cannot simply be
replicated in a Petri dish, by in vitro fertiliza-
tion. Again, Trickster might serve as educa-
tor in response to biotech culture's misappro-
priation of women's power. Space does not
allow more Coyote stories, but Coyote's mis-
adventures with girls and women usually have
The Boston Theological Institute 37
hilarious results, often resulting in Coyote's
losing various and sundry (and sexual) body
parts, or even his life— until the next time. The
girls and women are often given valuable gifts
in the process.
To sum up. Trickster stories teach about
the boundaries and oppositions that are a nec-
essary part of life in a universe powered by
negative and positive energies/polarities. It
is Trickster's ability to maneuver in, over, and
around complex arrangements of power, suf-
fering extreme consequences but always com-
ing back to test the limits another time, that
makes for an excellent balance of powers. At
the same time, it perhaps suggests hopeful pos-
sibilities for one of the most extreme endeav-
ors of human beings in relation to life itself,
that of biotechnology. Unlike Western
thought, which sets up hierarchies and slices
these ambiguous relationships of opposition
into discontinuous opposite polarities, tradi-
tional Native American thought allows for
more give and take, for a greater fluidity be-
tween poles; it may even offer a guide for
Christian thought to engage itself with biotech
culture in new ways, more subtle ways, in or-
der to offer a critique that has genuine integ-
rity, to reclaim the Trickster Jesus.
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